Skilled doctors in tertiary hospitals are already overworked in China – Authors' reply  by Tu, Jiong et al.
Correspondence
www.thelancet.com/lancetgh   Vol 3   December 2015 e738
2 Yip W, Hsiao W. Harnessing the privatisation of 
China’s fragmented health-care delivery. 
Lancet 2014; 384: 805–18.
3 General Oﬃ  ce of the State Council of the 
People’s Republic of China. Guidance on the 
comprehensive reform of public hospital in 
pilot urban area. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/
content/2015-05/17/content_9776.htm 
(accessed Aug 11, 2015, in Chinese).
4 China Healthcare. Aiming to cancel hospital 
outpatient services, evaluation of the internet 
hospital in Guangdong province half year after 
its operation. http://www.cn-healthcare.com/
article/20150529/content-474465.html 
(accessed June 17, 2015, in Chinese).
5 The Second People’s Hospital. The Second 
People’s Hospital lead to set up four-tiered 
(provincial, county, township and village) 
health service union. http://www.gd2h.com/
news/yydt/a_101690.html (accessed July 15, 
2015, in Chinese).
Skilled doctors in 
tertiary hospitals are 
already overworked 
in China
Authors’ reply
Yinhuan Hu and Zixia Zhang make an 
important observation that doctors 
in tertiary hospitals in China are often 
overworked. The authors believe that 
the internet hospital will increase the 
burden on doctors in tertiary hospitals, 
and therefore that its effects and 
sustainability are in doubt. To meet 
patients’ demand for high-quality 
health care, Hu and Zhang propose 
training and provision of enough 
skilled doctors in primary health-care 
institutions. This approach has also 
been one of the measures promoted 
by China’s health reform. However, we 
think that Hu and Zhang’s suggestion 
might not work at present, and we 
argue that the internet hospital can be 
an eﬀ ective and sustainable measure 
to help health-care delivery in China 
for several reasons.
First, the internet hospital offers 
communities remote access to high-
quality health-care services. Training 
of medical professionals is a long-
term commitment and to increase 
the number of skilled doctors in a 
short period is impossible. Doctors 
prefer to work in urban environments 
where they can succeed financially 
and professionally rather than in 
primary health-care facilities where 
opportunities for career progression 
are rare. The internet, however, has 
changed the mode of health-care 
delivery from a face-to-face interaction 
to a virtual mode of clinical diagnosis 
and consultancy.1 Although skilled 
professionals are reluctant to join 
primary health-care institutions, high-
quality health care can be delivered at 
the community level and to remote 
areas through the internet hospital.
Second, the internet hospital 
is an effective and sustainable 
approach for improving health-care 
delivery in China. Tertiary hospitals 
are overcrowded and doctors are 
overworked because of an overlap in 
services between tertiary hospitals and 
primary health-care facilities.2 Tertiary 
hospitals in China provide general 
outpatient services besides emergency 
care, specialised care, in-hospital 
care, and surgery. Patients, who do 
not have much conﬁ dence in health 
professionals’ skills and the quality 
of care provided by primary health-
care facilities, tend to seek general 
outpatient services from tertiary 
hospitals, effectively overcrowding 
the hospitals and overburdening the 
doctors. The burden of health-care 
delivery needs to be shifted from 
tertiary hospitals to primary health-
care facilities, to enable doctors in 
tertiary hospitals to focus on their 
specialties with a reduced workload. 
This shift is exactly the present 
trend in China’s ongoing health-care 
reform.3 The Second People’s Hospital 
of Guangdong Province, where the 
internet hospital is based, is shifting 
some general outpatient services to 
the internet hospital, and is planning 
to reduce its general outpatient 
services within the hospital.4 Recently, 
the internet hospital has begun to 
collaborate with the county hospital 
to set up so-called internet clinics and 
consulting sites in the township centres 
and village clinics.5 The collaboration 
suggests that the internet hospital has 
great potential to strengthen primary 
health-care institutions in China and 
to help the shift of general outpatient 
care from tertiary hospital to the 
community level.
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